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THE DEVETODMELT OF WORD LISTS: A HISTORIC OVERVIEW

by John N, Mangieri

Since Jones' study of word lists in 191L, the listening, spenking,

reading, and writing vocabularies of children and adul.s have been a focal

point of interest to researchers. This interest has led to the development
of innumerable word lis*%s, and the studies described herein give  histor-

ical overview of some 0 thelqpst noteworthy existing word lists.

“horndike, in 1921, compiled a word list study of major educational
significance. His original list was comprised of the 10,000 most commonly
userd words in the English language. The wordc were derived from the Bible,
elementary school books, classics. corresponaence, newspapers, and trade and
occupational books.

~In 192), Tidyman also conducted a word list investigation. The voca-
bulary contained in children's compositions served as the basis of this
surve&, and Tidyman ascertained the 3,000 most frequently found words in
these compositions.

In a study published in 1925, Horn conducted research with j.re-school,
kindergarten, and first grade children., This investigation was concernedé
with the speaking vocabularies of these children, and the Horn word list
was the consequence of his study.

Gates, in 1926, utilized the initial 2,500 words of the Thorndike list
as well as first 1,000 words of the Horn and Packer lists in his investiga-
tion. The 4,300 words were then considered by judges with diverse occupa-

tions and opinions. The judges applied five criteria to place the words
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inco rank order, and a 1,500 word list resulted from this study. The
Judges considered these to be the words otf highest utility for children,
and the list was further subdivided into the first, second, and tﬁird 500
words.

A study of major importance was conducted in 1928 by the Child Study
Committee of the International Kindergarten Union. The speaking vocabulary
of pre-school children was surveyed, and 2,596 words were found to occux
most frequently in the speech of these children. The International
Kindergarten Union (IKU) word list often serves as the foundation for
beginning reading programs.

Thorndike, in 1932, expanded his word list te 20,000 words, and Hester
utilized this revised list in her investigation. The purpose of the Hester
study was to determine the nature and extent of the vocabulary presented to
sixth grade children. Hester compiled a list of 1,769 words and advocated
these words as a vocabulary of new words to be taught in the sixth grade,

. This list excluded the first 6,000 words of the Thorndike list, the words
appearing only once in the textbooks studied, and terms that writers of these
textbooks did not consider to be important.

In 1939, Stone analyzedthe first three readers of several popular
series. The vocabulary in these books was classified and placed into eight
levels of difficulty. The study resulted in the compilation of 150 words
into rank order for the first and second levels of difficult;

In & study published in 1940, Dolch compiled his Basic Sight Vocabulary

word list. The Dolch list was devoid of nouns and consisted of 220 words,
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which were derived from the International Kindergarten Union word list and
the Gates word list. The absence of nouns can be attributed to Doich's
dgsire to formulate a list comprised of service words, Dolch's list is
considered by many to be the most well-known of all word lists.

A word list of major significance was compiled by Rinsland in 1947.
Rinsland studied the vocabulary employed by children in various informal
writing situations., It was found that 25,362 differen*. words were alpha-
betized, and their frequency of use in the grades one through eight was
indicated.

Figurel, in 1948, conducted a study dealing with the vocabulary of
disailvantaged children. The study involved students in grades two through
six, and Figurel compared these students' vocabularies with that of word
lists. It was reported in this investigation that disadvantaged children
¥now less than half the words they should know.

| In 1950, Kearney analyzed the vocabulury contained in forty-two pre-
primers, tairty-eight primers, and forty-one first grade readers. The 121
books, published between 1930 and 1940, were examined for comparison of
vocabuary control. Kearney found that 2,691 different words and 568,301
runnin;; words were used in these books. The researcher recommended that
readin: should be limited to certain words and that a high degree of repeti-
tion is desirable,

In a study published by Maclatchy and Wardwell in 1551, 111 books were
analy-ed and tabulations were made concerning the vocabulary of preprimers,

primers, and first readers of twenty-five basic reading series commonly used
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throughout the United States. A list of the 150 preprimer words, contained
in more than seventy per cent of the first readers investigated, is pre-
sented under four headings--those occurring in (1) all primers and all
first readers, (2) all first readers, (3) more than seventy per cent of the
primers and of the first readers, and (i) more than seventy per cent of
the primers.

Bryan, in 1952, investigated the adequacy of existing word lists.
Children in grades two through six, and from different geogrerhic areac,
were tested, and the study revealed these students were able to identify
by sight at least 10,000 words.

The vocabulary contained in the basic preprimers, primerc, and first
readers of sevén reading series was investigated by Reeve in 1958. 1In
these books, 683 different words were introduced, and 109 of these worids
were common to the seven reading series., The 115 words a child would en-
counter in the preprimers were identified, and the study also indicated tﬁat
forty-one words were present in six of the seven series.

In a study publiched by Fullmer and Kolson in 1961, a beginning reading
word 1list was tabulated. Their investigation revealed that 184 words occurred
most frequently in the preprimers, primers, and the first readers of eleven
basal reading series.

One phase of vocabulary research was conducted at the Falk Laboratory
School from 1964 to 1968. In the Falk School Study, words were tabulated
from the vocabulary children encountered in five reading serles, seven con-

tent series, and fifty-one library books. One hundred and one books were
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involved in the preliminary stage of investigation, and words from these
books were arranged into a sight vocabulary list on which pupils in grades
one through three were tested. The Falk School vocabulary ztudy revealed
fhat primary children are exposed to, and know by sight, as many as 11,000
words from various sources. Some children recognized as many as 4,000 to
5,000 words the first year, and over 9,000 words by the end of the third
year.

In summary, word lists vary greatly with regard to their origins,
importance, and vocabularies, Although word lists have been compiled for
numerous purposes, they are utilized primarily for diagnosis and evaluation.
In addition, word lists provide educators with an excellent body of infor-

mation concerning the reading, listening, speaking, and writing vocabularies

of children and adults.




BILICGiL.FHY BEST COPY AVAILABLE

Bryan, tred Z. "The Size of Children's Vocabularies." ilniversity of
Pittsburph: anpublished Ed.D. dissertation, 3chool of lkducation,
1952,

Child 3tudy Com ittee of the lnternational Kinderparten Jnicn. A Study
of the Jocavulury of Children tefore intering *irst Grade.
Washington: lntecnational hindergarten duion, 1J24.

Dolch, Edword W., "A Rasic 3ipht Vocabulary," Elementary ichool Journal,
XL (vebruary, 1yL0), po. L456-60.

Fipurel, J. Allen. "ihe Vocaoulary of Inderprivileged Zhildren."
Jniversity of rittsourgh: unpunlished Ph.D. dissertation, School
of tducation, 1943.

Fullmer, Daniel W. and “lifford J. %olson, "A Beginnins Readins Vocabu-
lary," Jouarrnal of idacation:l Research, LIV (Xacch, 196i),
pp. 270-72,

Gates, Arthur I. A leading Vocaoulary for the Primary Grades. New Yorks:
Teachers College, Columoia Jniversity, 1720.

Hester, Kuthleen 2. "The Vocabulary of the 3ixth Grade." University
of Pittsburgh: unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, School of fducation,

1938.

torn, Ernest. "The Comronest Words in the 3poken Yocavulary of
Children up to and Including Six Years of Aze," The Twenty-Fourth
. Yearooox of the Naticnal Society for ihe Study of =ducation.
Blocmington, Ililnois: Fuolic Schecol Publishing Company, 1925,

Johnston, Glenn i., "A Core Vocavulary Study in the Blementary Grades,"
Ylementary Enplish, X¥XIX (May, 1962), op. L70-73.

Jones, V. F. A Concrete Investigstion of the Meteriu:ls of Eaglish
jnelline, Vermilion, sou.h akota: University of Gouih Juxouva,

110,

Kearney, Nolau C., "in Analysis of the VYocabalary of First Grade
Reading thiterial," Journal of fducetional Researcn, ALIII
(March, 1750), pp. Lol-v3.

tiaclatchy, Josepkine ¥. and Frances R. Wardwell, "A fist of Couinon K
tiords for rirst Grade," Vducational Research fulletin, XAX
(Septemver 12, 1951), op. l>l->Y.

Reave, Qlive ., "The Vocavulury of Seven Frimary Reading Series,"
Klemeniary Lnglish, XXXV (Aoril, 1956), pp.237-39.

Rinsland, deary Y. A Basic Vocabulary of tlementary Children. New York:
The tacrillan Company, 1447,




BEST COPY AVANACIE

Slick, Rooert L. and Harry W. 3urtsin. "A Comoarison of 5izht
Vocanulary with the Introductien of Controlled Vocavulary in
The 3ascl Zesding Yregrams." Jniversity of Fitusburgn: Falk
School, 1Y45.

Stone, slarence R., "Most Important One Hundred t'ifty Words for
Repinniny Reading," €lenentary 3chool Journal, XXV (January,
19354, pp. 357-67.

. Tnorudike, tdward L. A Teachor's word Book of the Twunty Thousiud
words Lost vrogienily otd widely in Geneoral Reading op Childrel
aud to.any cecple. New fork: [ :acuers Jollege, Lolurbla
Jniversivy, L1752,

Tidymaa, w. ¥. A Survey of the ‘riting Vocavulariss of Fuablic ‘3chool
Childre: in —on.eccicdt. vasutingion: Jnibed States bureitu of
Education, 1y21.




